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COAKHAM BLOODHOUNDS | 2March

AS | galloped througha
Kentwood behindthe
Coakham Bloodhounds, |
could not help wondering
how many Sunday walkers
inthis part of the world had
been giventhe fright of
theirlives.

One momentthey
would be enjoying the
tranquillity of the
surrounding countryside,
the nextanalmighty
baying sound would be
reverberating throughthe
trees. They might be
forgivenfor thinking that
they had steppedintoa
scene from The Hound
ofthe Baskervilles, or
that the Beast of Bodmin
had descendedonthe
Home Counties.

The sound of apack of
Bloodhoundsinfullcryis

somethingthatyouwon't
forgetinahurry. Theircry
isfardeeperthana
Foxhound's and could be
described moreasabay.
They arethebasstothe
Foxhound's tenor and their
music positively booms
across the countryside.

Nowonder theircry
inspires fear. These big
blackandtan hounds
have been used for
centuriestotrack
vagabonds andvillains.
They usedtobecalled
“sleuthhounds™and were
known for theiraccuracy.
Escaping criminals would
oftenbewoundedinthe
chase andthe hounds
would track their blood —
hence they became known
as Bloodhounds.

Despite theirlong
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By William Cursham

history of hunting
criminals, itwas only
relatively recently that
Bloodhounds cametobe
used for recreational
hunting.As opposedto
draghunting, Bloodhounds
hunt “the cleanboot”,as no
artificial scentis used.

Houndsarelaidontothe
runner'sscentatthe
beginning of theday to
allow themto “identify”
thatunique scent, which
they then follow, ignoring
any other scents that
might crosstheline.

The Coakhamis one of
the oldest Bloodhound
packsinthe UK, formedin
1976 by the late Neil Wates.
Their country liesinKent
and Sussex and it was the
increasing urbanisation of
these countiesthatled Neil
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Dedication: the COakham have some Dumfriesshire blood
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to conclude that hunting
an“organised quarry”
would be the best way to
make use of this
increasingly tight country.
Thedecisiontouse
Bloodhounds was made
becauseitwas felt that this
was the most natural way
of huntinghumanquarry.
The houndsthatthe
Coakhamuse are not pure
Bloodhounds. They have
Dumfriesshire Foxhound
bloodinthemand,
although Dumfriesshire
hounds have Bloodhound
inthemas well, this cross
means that the Coakham
hounds are lighterand
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The Coakhamin
full cry across the
Kent countryside
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faster than their pure-bred
counterparts.

| have nothadaday
with the Bloodhounds
foralongtimeanditis
probably evenlonger since
Horse & Hound covered
this form of hunting, soll
eagerly acceptedthe
invitation extended tome
by Charlotte Blair,
supporters’club chair, to
jointhem for a Sunday
meet at Booker's Farm,
Chiddingstone Hoath.

| havetosay that
researching thispackisa
writer'sdream. They have
oneofthe besthunt
websites that | have seen,

Where you go straight we have put
inafewloopsorzigzagstoslow
themdown

Adrian‘Bear’Paice quarry captain

www.horseandhound.co.uk
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jammed withinformation.
Thereare pictures and
accounts of the various
meets,andiflhad been
really lazy, | could probably
have done this report from
the comfort of my laptop.

The website was not the
only research material that
was made available tome.
Charlotte promised me
“more useful material”
and, truetoherword,a
large envelope dropped
through my door. lwas
expecting adetailed
history of the hunt, but out
camethe hunt calendar full
of pictures of mastersand
subscribersinvarious
states of undress.

Thismustbethe
“cheekiest” piece of
researchthat|have ever
beengiven.

Itis quite surreal, to say
theleast, to see people

peop

fully kitted out for Joint-masterAlex Wheeler on her smart coloured horse
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Hunt chairman James
Ramus and Jack Budge

hunting, whenthe only
othertimethatyouhave
seenthemiswhentheyare
semi-naked.lamsure lhad
adaftsmirkonmyface
whenlturneduptothe
meet at Booker's Farm.

| could not help
identifying the “models”,
most of whom were now
resplendentinthe
distinctive hunt uniform of
chestnut coat, brown collar
and brass buttons. Itis very
smart,andblendsinwell
withtheblackandtan of
the Bloodhounds.

Booker'sFarm
commands a beautiful
view over the Penshurst
point-to-point course and
the surrounding valley,and
I secretly begantohope
that we would be able to
haveaspinoverthe
inviting-looking birch
fences. Understandably,
however, they were out of

bounds, as point-to-
pointing would soonbe
under way onthis course.

Coakhammeetsare
very sociable and | soon
met chairmanJames
Ramus and masters Roger
Manning,Jo Carr, Alex
Wheeler, Sally Mack and
Clare Miles. Theyallputina
tremendous amount of
work to provide fun for
their subscribers.

However, the heart of the
huntis undoubtedly Nic
Wheeler,whohas been
master of these hounds
since 1989 and has hunted
themfor most of that time.
They are kennelled at his
farmandheisanauthority
onBloodhounds.As wellas
running the Coakham, Nic
and his wife Sue breed
pure-bred Bloodhounds,
compete inhoundtrials
andeven provide someto
police forces.

| have toknow wheretheline starts
sohounds pickuptheright scent,
butfromthenonldon'tknow

wherewe'regoing

NicWheeler Coakham joint-master and huntsman

He had 11%2 couple out
today and they knew when
things were about to kick
off. Just before Nic began
tomove off, they began
their deep, spine-tingling
baying and the shout of
“Hounds please!"” was
almost drowned.

Aswithdraghunting, the
dayissplitupintolines,
with“checks”in between.
Thefirstlinewasanice
pipe-opener, with friendly
post-and-rails specially
built by the hunt. This gave
me the opportunity to
make my acquaintance
withmy mount, Bogie.

Bogieisalbhhchestnut
mare withaclassic
Snaffles head. Shelooks
everyinchthetraditional
hunter,soitcameasno
surprise tome that Mickey
Few, former huntsman of
the East Sussexand
Romney Marsh, had
hunted hounds from her.
Sheisnow owned by
BelindaWhaley.

“She'salegend.
Everyone knows Bogie,"
said Belindawhen|goton.

The pressurewasonto
performwell, particularly
aseither Mickey or Belinda
seemed tobe behind

*

known as ‘sleuthhounds’

because they were usedto
track crupl‘ls

Bloodhounds usm 4

Nic Wheeler MH is the ‘heart’ of the Coakham Bloodhounds

every big fence. However,
Bogie looked after me
perfectlyand made my
ridinglook passable.
Thefirstlinewasagood
long one, but | soon noticed
thatthe pace wasnotas
quickasitiswith

draghunting. We were
alwaysintouchwith
houndsanditwasa
pleasuretowatchthem
hunting at close quarters.

| mistakenly thought this
was due tothefactthat
Bloodhounds are notas
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Was our photographer at your meet?
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quick as foxhounds, but
actually itis more downto
howthelines are set.

“Thehoundsand | cover
athirdmore groundthan
youlotdo,”explained
quarry captain Adrian
Paice,aka“Bear”“So
thatyou cankeep up with
them.Where yougo
straight,we have putina
few loops or zigzags to
slowthemdown.”

Adrian has beenrunning
forthe Bloodhounds for17
seasonsandlastyearran
53times. Betweenthem,
Adrianand Nic Wheeler
have got the setting of the
linesdowntoafineart.Nic
will only know where the
line starts.

“I'have to know exactly
wherethe line starts, so
that hounds pick up the
rightscent, but fromthen
onldon'tknow wherewe
are going,"said Nic.

Indeed, Adrian will often
putinfalsediversionsor
“reverse checks” —where
he runs back on himselfso
hounds falter.

Thisallmeansthatthe
field canenjoy the hound
work, butitis equally
evidentthat they love their
jumping. There were some

pretty accomplished event
ridersamongthem.Nic
and Sue have riddenround
Badmintonand Burghley
andjoint-master Alex
Wheeler (née Ramus)isa
formeryoungrider
European Champion.

Our field masters, Sally
Mack andJo Carr,alsogo
like the wind and they gave
usarealtreatonthe
second line.We started out
by jumpingafenceintoa
woodand, whenwe
emergedthe otherside, |
was summoned tocome
up front withthem.

We soonhitalovelyline
of hedges, some with
drops,andone very
decent, solidone atthe
bottom ofthe valley.As|
cleared the latter, | spotted
Mickey Few, cheering his
old mounton. Ithanked my
lucky stars that | had not
made ahashof it.

Somewhat rashly and
nodoubt fuelled by
adrenalin after thefirstline,
I had offered torunthelast
line with Bear. | thought it
would be funtobethe first
H&H reporterto be hunted.

However, by the time we
had finished the second
line, Bear had already

Joint-master Sally
Mack tackles a hedge

disappeared, which was
probably agoodthing as
running three milesin
hunting boots would have
beenjolly hard work.
Thethirdline went by all
tooquicklyinablur of
grass, railsanda
formidable hedge and
dropthat Bogie flew infine
style.lwasglad | had
riddenitratherthanrunit,
and|begantowishthatwe
couldcarry onall day.
Sadly,itwastimeto
finishand, after three
cheers forthe landowners,
quarry and masters, Nic
blew for home. I feltwould
have tobe draggedhome,

CONTACTS

Coakham Bloodhounds

butthe prospect ofahuge,
delicioustealaid onby
AngelaBoniface
persuaded metohead
home and hand Bogie
back to her rightful owner.

The cry of the Coakham
Bloodhounds was ringing
inmy earsforalongtime
afterwards. Butitis notjust
the boomingvoice of the
hounds | shall remember.
Memories of people’s
upfrontfriendliness, the
blackandtan hounds
streamingacross the Kent
countrysideandatrue
Snaffles hunter willalso
remain with me for years
tocome. H&H

Masters: Nic Wheeler, Roger Manning, Clare Miles, Alex

Wheeler, Jo Carr, Sally Mack

Huntsman: Nic Wheeler

Quarry captain: Adrian Paice
Hunt secretaries: Sally Mack. Tel: 01342 810088; Jo

Field.Tel: 01424 216 747)

Young thrusters to watch: Jack Budge. According to
Roger Manning, “he goes like the wind and is a pleasure
tohave up front” And Sophie Whaley, for givingme

somegreatleads

Most dedicated followers: Mickey Few, who helps at
kennels, builds fences and even saved Sue Wheeler's
life. Angela Boniface, for her teas, and Chris Field
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... Kitty

KITTY, hunt secretary
Charlotte Blair's mare,
was rescued by the
International League for
the Protection of Horses
(ILPH) from some fruit
pickersinKentasa
yearling, on the brink of
death. She now loves life
and hunting in particular.
“lgotherasatwo-
year-oldtokeepa
youngster that | bred
company,’said
Charlotte.“But she was
so easy to break that|
kept herinstead and sold
the youngster. She took
to hunting so easily —
she was abit weak to
start, but each year she
has developed more.
“They say big horses
don’treach their
maturity until about
nine, which she is now. |
often long for a speedy
version that will stay at
the frontand jump all the
hedges, but sheis so
comfortable. She’ll close
gates, lead lost horses
back and we have even
whipped-inonce.”

Before and after: Kitty as
an ILPHrescue caseand
hunting with the Coakham
today (below)
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